Changes to immigration rules {#s1}
============================

On 3 April 2006, without warning, the UK government announced that the provision of permit-free training would be withdrawn within the short period of a month and that all IMGs wishing to pursue postgraduate training beyond their current visa would have to apply for either a work permit (which meant that they could access training opportunities only for which there were no appointable EEA nationals) or the points-based Highly Skilled Migrant Programme (HSMP), which was contingent on a variety of factors, including qualifications and previous salary. The work permit route was complicated by the worsening employment situation within postgraduate training, leading to the likelihood that EEA nationals in preference to IMGs would fill most training posts. The HSMP provision, besides discriminating against those in the early stages of their training, also was made unfair by the stipulation that the length of the leave to remain granted under this programme should cover the entire duration of the training. This was most improbable given that HSMP visas are initially issued for 2 years, with a provision of further extension for 3 years, whereas all the new run-through training programmes are at least 6 years long.

The main criticism of the new immigration rules is not necessarily that they were conceived at all. It is the fact that these regulations were applied across the board, to new immigrants and those IMGs already in the UK training system, many of whom had settled with their families and had made long-term personal and career commitments to the UK. The greatest irony is that the most vulnerable group of IMGs -- those who have not yet had an opportunity to reap any rewards for their struggles, in the form of either financial remuneration or prestigious UK qualifications -- are the worst hit by the sudden implementation of these new regulations. A significant number of overseas doctors have taken out considerable financial loans to enable them to travel to the UK and take the PLAB examination. Many have now been left stranded without any qualifications to show for the years they have spent in training in the UK.

Modernising Medical Careers {#s2}
===========================

Modernising Medical Careers (MMC) is a Department of Health initiative to transform and streamline the way postgraduate medical training is structured and delivered (Department of Health, [@r2]). Many concerns have been expressed about rapidly implementing an excessively rigid and bureaucratic system and the risks this could pose to patient care and service delivery. Even greater concerns were expressed by many of the stakeholders about the computer-based national selection process called the Medical Training Application Service (MTAS) that was being hurriedly implemented without being piloted for validity, reliability, feasibility and acceptability. The failures that have resulted from this system have been widely reported in both the medical and the general press and will not be rehearsed here.

As the national selection process was due to be implemented soon after the new immigration regulations were brought into force, it meant that all trainees at the level of senior house officer would have to apply again for their own jobs -- this time under the new visa regulations.

Throughout the development and implementation of MTAS, the rules with regard to IMG applicants, especially HSMP holders, were unclear. This caused great anxiety among immigrant doctors in the UK. It remained unclear until the very last moment before applications opened whether HSMP holders would be considered equivalent to EEA nationals. Official advice remained unclear regarding the length of HSMP required to apply for run-through programmes. Some ambiguity also existed about whether these HSMP holders could even apply for specialty training through MTAS. It was understood that those without HSMPs would be considered for specialty training posts via the work permit route only if there were no eligible EEA nationals applying for them. As mentioned above, this especially had implications for those early on in their training and not yet eligible for a HSMP visa application.

Mental health of IMGs {#s3}
=====================

There is little published evidence regarding the mental health of UK junior doctors in general and more specifically IMGs. Doctors are known to be at increased risk of stress, mental illness, substance misuse and suicide, compared with other professionals and the general population (Ghodse *et al*, [@r3]; Tyssen & Vaglum, [@r6]). In addition, immigration is thought to be a risk factor for mental illness and suicide (Bhugra & Jones, [@r1]). The significant financial debts incurred by many IMGs, combined with poor job prospects, loss of control and the possibility of discrimination may be further stressors in an already vulnerable group.

Preliminary results of an online survey regarding the mental health of MTAS applicants conducted by the authors suggest the adverse impact of the recent changes in postgraduate medical selection and training on all UK junior doctors (Lydall *et al*, [@r4]). The final results of the survey, which had 191 IMGs among its 1002 respondents, will be published as soon as the analysis is completed.

Conclusions {#s4}
===========

Immigrant doctors have traditionally provided invaluable services to the NHS since its inception. The manner in which changes have been implemented in the past year can be characterised as inept, at best. Thousands of immigrant doctors who came to the UK to work in a fair and equitable system have been betrayed by the abrupt change in immigration regulations after they made the effort and investment to come to work in the NHS. The disregard for this group of medical professionals has been made worse by a lack of consideration for IMGs during the constant evolution of the rules during the implementation of and in response to the MTAS debacle.

The commoditisation of overseas doctors by the UK system will have long-term consequences for recruitment, especially in shortage specialties like psychiatry. There are also bound to be serious implications for the mental health not only of those IMGs who have been affected but also of all other IMGs working in the UK, as well as their UK-trained colleagues. If the NHS continues to treat its highly valued and committed front-line staff with such disregard, it is only a matter of time before all that are left are insensitive centralised policy-makers and no one to deliver either their policies or, more importantly, high-quality healthcare.
